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Political theorists have long considered the Middle East to be the only region in the world that lacks a comprehensive
regional security architecture. Europe relies on formalized mechanisms such as treaties and institutions, and countries
in Asia have used diplomacy and consensus in pursuit of their regional security regimes. The countries of the Middle
East, however, are often said to not even share a common set of norms or guiding principles in the realm of security.
This view is, however, incomplete. To some degree, it judges the Middle East by the wrong scale—a scale largely formed
around Western security arrangements, which are not the only ways that security can be managed. This report argues
that, while the Middle East may not have an institutionalized security architecture characterized by binding
commitments, states in the region are nonetheless engaging in cooperative security, albeit in a way that diﬀers
drastically in form from those in other regions.
This does not mean that the Middle East is not in dire need of improvement to its security architecture. The region
currently faces numerous threats to security, including concerns of instability and unpredictable outcomes. Many
contemporary security threats are products of the factors that contribute to the region’s lack of formal architecture. The
ongoing conﬂict in Syria displays the immediate need for a more robust formal security system, the diplomatic crisis
with Qatar points to divergent political interests within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and the instability in
Yemen and the renewed insurgency in Egypt’s Sinai region further emphasize the region’s needs for greater cooperation.
To address these urgent security needs, the Middle East needs to build upon its own established traditions of cooperative
security, in a way that acknowledges the region’s strengths, limitations, and diﬀerences from other regions. This report
seeks to lay the groundwork for such an eﬀort by identifying concrete factors that have contributed to the lack of a formal
security architecture, such as the region’s lack of common existential threats, and examining the role that security
institutions traditionally have played across the Middle East. To address contemporary security threats in the region, it is
critical to ﬁrst identify the factors that have contributed to this lack of formal security architecture. In identifying these
factors, though, this analysis also refutes the notion that the region is somehow “exceptional” and thus incapable of
building a robust security architecture. To move the conversation beyond received and incomplete notions about the
Middle East—and toward solutions for the region’s security—it then expands the notion of security beyond military and
political dimensions, and assesses the various social and cultural linkages between states, and their eﬀects on regional
security.

Order from Ashes

PAGE 2

This report is part of “Order from Ashes: New Foundations for Security in the Middle East,” a multiyear TCF project
supported by the Carnegie Corporation of New York.

> See the collection

Security Architecture
The notion of security has often been referred to as being an “essentially contested concept.”1 Scholars believe that the
deﬁnition of security is inherently subjective, as it means diﬀerent things to diﬀerent people or states. In the most
rudimentary sense, however, security means alleviating threats to established values.2 Following this basic deﬁnition of
security, cooperative security therefore refers to the mutual collaboration of a group of states to mitigate threats caused
by a common set of identiﬁed concerns. Before proceeding further, however, it is worth brieﬂy distinguishing between
the concepts of cooperative security, collective security, and collective defense.

A Comparative Deﬁnition of Cooperative Security
Collective security refers to a group of member states that are legally obliged to protect each other from an attack by
other states within that same group.3 An example of a collective security organization is the Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). Collective defense, by contrast, refers to the commitment of member states within
an organization to defend each other from external aggression.4 NATO is the foremost example of such an alliance.
Cooperative security has completely diﬀerent connotations. The term was largely popularized in the years following the
end of the Cold War, and it accurately captured the zeitgeist of that era—an overwhelming sense of optimism for the new
world order. Carrying the spirit of that time, then, cooperative security has been identiﬁed as connoting “consultation
rather than confrontation, reassurance rather than deterrence, transparency rather than secrecy, prevention rather than
correction, and interdependence rather than unilateralism.”5 Thus, whereas collective security describes the process of
shared legislation to ensure internal order and collective defense involves shared legislation in addition to the
commitment to align against external threats, cooperative security simply suggests mutual collaboration to alleviate an
internal or external threat to some shared values. To examine the Middle East’s security architecture, this assessment
focuses mostly on the elements of cooperative security, not on those of collective security or collective defense.

Variations in Security Architecture Systems

PAGE 3

The security architecture systems seen today generally are either formally constructed or informally understood. Formal
security systems typically involve several diﬀerent organizations that attempt to address a region’s perception of threat.
For example, the security architecture in Europe is probably the most comprehensive and formalized one in
contemporary times. Throughout the Cold War, much of Europe perceived the Soviet Union as a common threat, which
propelled the formation of NATO and other iterations of common security concepts, such as the OSCE and the Western

ARAB LEADERS POSE FOR A GROUP PHOTO DURING THE ARAB LEAGUE SUMMIT IN THE JORDANIAN DEAD SEA RESORT OF
SWEYMAH, JORDAN, MARCH 29, 2017. SOURCE: JORDAN PIX/ GETTY IMAGES.

European Union.6 These primary defense institutions formalized the post–World War II vision of cooperation and
helped forge a distinct European policy for defense and security.7
Although a formal security architecture shaped European policy, other regions currently maintain informal or at least
less formal regional security systems. Informal cooperation typically involves quiet or Track Two diplomacy, which
consists of unoﬃcial discussions among nongovernment actors. Such less formalized systems are not necessarily less
developed, but they may not have the same structures found in more formal systems. For example, East Asia developed
its informal system out of a desire for sovereignty. Because the region did not face an imminent common threat such as
the Soviet Union in Europe, its regional system focuses on national independence, nation-building, and economic
development.8 This kind of quiet diplomacy contrasts signiﬁcantly with other systems, in that it encourages the bilateral
resolution of tensions between member states.
The political theories related to the concept of security architecture and cooperative security have predominantly
European and American roots. As a result, it should not be surprising that international concepts of security
architecture have Eurocentric and U.S.-centric views that may not translate or apply easily to other regions. The most
appropriate security architecture for a particular region depends heavily on the region’s context and history.
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Security Architecture in the Middle East
The Middle East has frequently been referred to as a “region without regionalization,” which is reﬂected in its relative
lack of political and economic arrangements and integration.9 Regional security arrangements are even more
conspicuously absent. However, a look at the Middle East’s subregional arrangements and informal security
arrangements reveals the ways in which countries within the region have approached some of their more pressing
security questions.

Subregional Arrangements
Regionwide approaches to cooperative security in the Middle East have never been eﬀectively actualized. Nonetheless,
the region has a long history of cooperative security attempts at the subregional level, in which some security
arrangements have exhibited strong features of a security architecture. A number of these cooperative security
endeavors, however, have not been successful at achieving their intended objectives; although it is diﬃcult to generalize
from these examples, more often than not the shortcomings of some of these arrangements reﬂect how states within the
region are more likely to emphasize their shorter-term interests.
One notable exception is the GCC, the arrangement between Gulf states. The GCC is a distinct model of successful
security cooperation in and one of a few regional examples of a formalized, institutionalized security arrangement. On
the surface, the GCC appears to be a purely political and economic agreement, and its objectives (as stated in its oﬃcial
charter) are “to eﬀect coordination, integration and inter-connection between Member States, to deepen and strengthen
relations, and to formulate similar regulations in the ﬁelds of economic and ﬁnancial aﬀairs, commerce and customs,
and education and culture.” 10 Although the charter makes no overt references to security, the timing and geopolitical
environment of the establishment of the GCC suggest that its founding members’ security requirements were one of the
basic underpinnings for the arrangement—the GCC was founded in 1981, in the wake of the 1979 Iranian Revolution and
the start of the Iran-Iraq War, which began in 1980 and would grind on for nearly a decade. At the time, the six Arab
countries of the Gulf perceived Iran as a common threat. The GCC also established a joint defense force, known as the
Peninsula Shield Force, in 1984. Although the Peninsula Shield Force has seldom been active, it has been deployed several
times, including during the 1991 Gulf War and in Bahrain following the Arab uprisings of 2011. However, even the GCC
is not immune to internal disputes and incomplete integration. In 2017, for example, Egypt and three GCC countries—
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates—cut oﬀ diplomatic ties with Qatar, another prominent member of
the GCC, citing Doha’s supposed support for terrorism.
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In addition to the formalized and institutionalized model of agreements, the Middle East also has had many unoﬃcial
security cooperation arrangements between countries and even nonstate actors on a subregional level. These types of
arrangements are notably diﬀerent than the strategic cooperation required to build a common architecture; often, they
are motivated by common immediate interests and can shift signiﬁcantly over time. Cooperation between Iran, Qatar,
Syria, and even Hamas and Hezbollah before the uprisings of 2011 is a good case in point. At the onset of the conﬂict in
Syria, it was impossible to sustain this arrangement, leading to outright enmity between some members of this grouping.
This is not the only time in the Middle East that loosely aﬃliated partners have turned against each other. Even on a
subregional level, evidently, some alliances can lead to cooperation, accommodation, and coordination on security
matters, but do not necessarily encourage the development of a common security architecture.

AN IRAQI AWAKENING COUNCIL MEMBER STANDS GUARD AS IRAQI ARMY SOLDIERS STAND NEAR BY ON SEPTEMBER 10, 2008
IN GAZALIYAH NEIGHBORHOOD NORTH WEST OF BAGHDAD, IRAQ. A DECREASE IN VIOLENCE ALLOWED BOTH SHIITE AND
SUNNI INTERNALLY DISPLACED FAMILIES TO RETURN TO THEIR HOMES AFTER FLEEING ABOUT TWO YEARS EARLIER DUE TO
SECTARIAN VIOLENCE. SOURCE: WATHIQ KHUZAIE /GETTY IMAGES.

Informal Security Arrangements
The informal way in which politics and security are practiced in the Middle East and the lack of documentation of visible
or public security arrangements such as treaties has led many analysts from outside the region to observe that no such
arrangements exist at all. But the use of discrete diplomacy using intermediaries such as tribal, religious, and business
ﬁgures is quite common in the region—and counts as a kind of security arrangement. Observers from societies with
strong textual traditions of diplomacy, such as Europe and the United States, frequently misinterpret the diplomatic
methods and approaches of societies with strong nontextual traditions, like many societies in the Middle East. This is
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both a contemporary and historical problem for the Middle East. The Great Arab Revolt of 1916, for instance, was
assumed by European historians to have been driven and conceptualized by intellectuals in the Levant primarily because
much of the textual evidence supporting the idea of an “Arab Awakening” was present only in the Levant. However, the
Levant also happened to have the only printing press in the Arab world, which missionaries had brought to Beirut from
Malta in 1834.11 Meanwhile, these same observers commonly believed that many in the tribal hinterland of the Arab
world did not have a similar intellectual awakening—purely because of these populations’ scarcer textual evidence and
greater dependence on oral traditions.
In a more contemporary context, the Awakening Council (also referred to as the Anbar Awakening) movement in Iraq,
later appropriated as a component of the George W. Bush administration’s 2007 “surge,” is an example of an informal
regional security arrangement. The United States enlisted the council’s help to ﬁght al-Qaeda and its aﬃliates, in return
for what turned out to be unmet promises to incorporate Sunni tribesmen into Iraq’s armed forces. Though the United
States was critical to this eﬀort, it would not have been possible without the tribal links that connected some of the tribes
in the Emirates, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia with those in Iraq. Nor would it have been possible without the coordination
between the security institutions of those countries. Despite these aspects, there is little literature or documentation
supporting this claim.

Lack of Formal Architecture: Contributing Factors
There are several reasons that may explain why the Middle East has no visible and formal security architecture akin to
those in other regions. As mentioned earlier, other regions have established cooperative security arrangements based on
certain common guiding principles that have helped them develop their regional security regimes. The few successful
examples of such arrangements in the Middle East outlined above, such as those of the GCC, have been resilient in the
face of shifting regional dynamics because they possess this kind of common guiding principle. On the whole, however,
the Middle East is held back by a number of contributing factors that have hindered the establishment of such a formal
architecture. The fact that there is no regionwide consensus on a shared vision for future prosperity ultimately underpins
each of these factors. The following section outlines the most prominent of these factors, though this is by no means an
exhaustive list.

Absence of Common Existential Threats

PAGE 7

One of the most signiﬁcant factors that contribute to the lack of a formal architecture is that the Middle East is a large
geographic region with multiple subregional threat perceptions. Cooperative security, by deﬁnition, “refers to a system
in which a group of states that have identiﬁed a common set of security issues or concerns thereby establish a set of rules
of conduct, and a mechanism to discuss their concerns, in order to develop more predictable relations.”12 In the Middle
East, however, outside actors may be the source of real or imagined existential threats, but such threats have never been
universal enough to warrant a common architecture. Furthermore, many regional actors also regard certain outside

IRAQ’S FOREIGN MINISTER HOSHIYAR ZEBARI (L) WELCOMES ALGERIA’S FOREIGN MINISTER MOURAD MEDELCI BEFORE ARAB
FOREIGN MINISTERS MEETING AT BAGHDAD’S AIRPORT AS PART OF THE ARAB LEAGUE SUMMIT ON MARCH 27, 2012 IN
BAGHDAD, IRAQ. THE ARAB LEADERS WILL MEET IN BAGHDAD FOR THE 23RD REGULAR SESSION OF ARAB SUMMIT ON MARCH
29. SOURCE: MOHAMMED AMEEN-POOL/GETTY IMAGES.

actors as essential components of regional security arrangements.
Ultimately, states across the region do not always perceive security threats with the same urgency that their neighbors
do. For instance, oﬃcials in Morocco or other countries in the Maghreb—the Arab states of western North Africa—may
consider Western Sahara’s independence movement to be the greatest threat to their national security. It is diﬃcult to
see, however, how this concern would resonate with oﬃcials in the Levant or the Gulf Arab countries, who are more
likely to consider Israel or Iran to be the greatest threat to their security. At the end of the 1970s, it was precisely a
mutual concern about Iranian expansionism—namely, the export of Iran’s Islamic Revolution—that rallied the Arab
countries of the Gulf to form the GCC. Even Israel, a security concern for a majority of states across the Middle East and
North Africa region (and, therefore, a common security denominator), does not evoke the same level of threat
perception in diﬀerent states. Without a common existential threat similar to the one that existed in Europe during the
Cold War, the Middle East does not have the same impetus for genuine security cooperation. As previously
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demonstrated, countries often have more successful experiences with subregional security arrangements, particularly
because they share common threat perceptions.

Economic Development and Integration
The comparative experience from other regions has shown that engagement in regional cooperative security requires
states to share mutual perceptions regarding security threats. Similarly, a successful regional security architecture can
also be based on preexisting cooperation beyond political and military dimensions. Factors such as economic integration
and trade patterns between states in the Middle East therefore warrant consideration.
Notwithstanding the economic performance of the GCC countries and the high level of integration between their
economies,13 the Middle East as a whole is one of the world’s least economically integrated regions. In spite of a number
of eﬀorts since the 1950s to promote Arab economic integration, research has consistently found that regional trade
agreements, with the exception of the GCC, have done very little to promote trade.14 Intraregional trade in the Middle
East accounted for only 9 percent of its total exports—the lowest proportion of any region in the world, far below Europe
at 70 percent and Asia at 52 percent.15 The reasons for the region’s poor economic interdependence are numerous, but
generally can be attributed to its weak economic institutions, high trade barriers, high costs of doing business, and
inward-looking policies.
There is a vast literature on the relationship between economic interdependence and security cooperation.16 Admittedly,
the international relations discipline does not always agree on the reasons for these connections—liberal perspectives
state that economic interdependence lowers the likelihood of war by increasing the value of trading over the alternative
of aggression, whereas realists argue that interdependence actually increases the probability of war as it increases
vulnerability.17 Realists often justify this outlook by citing the example of World War I, which broke out between
European countries in spite of their deep, extensive economic ties. Viewed from the perspective of the post–Cold War
world order and into the twenty-ﬁrst century, however, the growing trend toward regionalization and the tendency for
regional institutions to be involved in comprehensive security more strongly supports the liberal viewpoint of economic
interdependence and conﬂict. Yet with respect to comparative examples from other regions, the majority of regional
security architectures either include cooperation on economic matters, such as in the European and Gulf architectures,
or had pursued economic cooperation before establishing security cooperation, such as in Asia and Latin America.

The Role of the Arab League
When the League of Arab States was established in 1945, its mission was to improve coordination on issues of common

PAGE 9

interest between its six member states (there are now twenty-two). Even though the Arab League is considered to be one
of the region’s most far-reaching organizations in terms of its geographical inclusivity and broad membership, it has
often been criticized for being ineﬀective and for representing, at best, a “bleak experience of regional cooperation,”18
particularly when considered in the context of conﬂict management. The Arab League has been involved in resolving
disputes, but it has also been accused of lacking the capacity or the authority to impose its will on member states or to
bridge their fundamental ideological ﬁssures. Even in the 1991 Gulf War—a case where the majority of Arab countries
shared the Arab League’s oﬃcial position against Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait—it was the international community and an
international coalition that drove out the Iraqi forces.
A number of quantitative studies have analyzed the Arab League’s eﬃcacy in terms of conﬂict resolution. One of the most
comprehensive of these studies examined conﬂicts in the Middle East and the interventions of the Arab League from
1945 to 2008.19 The study found that of approximately ﬁfty-six conﬂicts across the region during the time period, the
Arab League intervened in nineteen. Of those interventions, the study regarded just twelve as successes; of those, only
ﬁve could attribute the primary cause of success to the role of the Arab League. The Arab League’s inconsistent record of
intervention may stem from the fact that is has never been focused primarily on security. Article II of its charter, which
deﬁnes the League’s main purposes, does not explicitly mention security.20 There are also some common views that the
Arab League was formed as a mechanism to keep regional power imbalances in check. Even though the League’s charter
does not mention security, the organization did conclude a Joint Defense and Economic Cooperation Treaty in 1950.
This treaty, often referred to as the “Arab Collective Security Pact,” guaranteed an increased level of cooperation against
external threats between member states. 21 The treaty was responsible for the establishment of the Arab League’s Joint
Defense Council, but this council is mostly considered a failed experiment in collective security, especially when assessed
in light of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War—one of the region’s most pivotal conﬂicts, yet one in which the Arab League did not
intervene.
Just as the Arab League does not always represent the positions of the majority of its member states, it also (and even
more so) does not necessarily represent the views and priorities of those states’ security establishments, which are
overwhelmingly represented by their militaries. This is an essential deﬁciency, because Middle Eastern states’ security
establishments are many countries’ most important institutions, arguably the most developed and best established
relative to other institutions. It is diﬃcult to engage regional states in a meaningful and inclusive security dialogue
without the direct involvement of their security establishments, particularly when—for reasons too complex to
enumerate here—there is broad mistrust between them. Indeed, a zero-sum mentality prevails: one country’s security is
seen as necessarily coming at the expense of others’. Any successful proposal for cooperative security will need to involve
national security institutions as part of the discussion.
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Lack of Common Political Identity
A ﬁnal key factor complicating the development of broader regional security mechanisms is the absence of a common
political identity. Here the use of the term political identity is acutely diﬀerent from cultural and emotional allegiance
that many in the region may profess as part of their identity as Arabs. In the case of Europe, for example, the European
Union remains the institutional embodiment and expression of a common European political identity, even in spite of its
numerous current and past diﬃculties and the fact that it encompasses many distinct ethno-national identities. Many
Middle Eastern states share common languages, religions, and cultural heritages, but a common political identity
remains well out of reach.
The Middle East, in contrast to Europe, continues to struggle with the issue of competing national, subnational, and
confessional identities. International relations scholars have long debated the issue of political identity in the region, and
the literature appears to indicate an overwhelmingly shared view (albeit not a universal one) that the identiﬁcation with
the territorial state has historically and generally been tenuous with regard to other identities such as tribe, ethnicity,
religion, or sect.22 Even at the state level, national political identities are relatively weak, challenging the European model
of the nation-state. It is little wonder that this environment has made it all the more diﬃcult to encourage the
development of shared, inclusive political identities across states—especially when those identities are at odds with the
interests of some states.
Accordingly, and in the context of a regional security system, it is apparent how the lack of a common political identity
could signiﬁcantly limit cooperative endeavors for the development of a security architecture. A regional security
architecture would require, at the very least, a common understanding regarding the legitimacy and primacy of the
nation-state. The region’s multiple layers of identity, however, have meant that adherence to suprastate and substate
identities often take precedence in any such calculations of regional cooperation.23

Conclusion
It is diﬃcult to overstate the urgency for better security architecture in the Middle East. According to the controversial
2017 Fragile States Index,24 almost three-fourths of all governments in the Middle East were among the more fragile half
of countries, with Iraq, Syria, and Yemen in the top ten. This high potential for state fragility is a major concern not only
for individual countries but also for the region’s overall security. If a system for cooperative security is to be developed, its
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architecture must both address this fragility and be able to withstand it. The deterioration of stability after the Arab
uprisings of 2011 has further demonstrated the increased necessity for a system that can withstand such disruptions and
mitigate their impact, while also preventing the outbreak of conﬂict.
One hopes that from the ashes of this century’s conﬂicts, regional states will draw some lessons about security, and act
on them. The consequences of the Syrian conﬂict in particular may move countries in the region to begin deep and longlasting security coordination with a view to further their common security. The war in Syria raises important questions
for how a regional security system in the Middle East should respond to distinct threats: conﬂicts between regional
states, including through the use of proxies, the threat of nonstate actors, and intervention from extraregional actors. Yet
at the same time, the Middle East region is far from being in a position to adopt the types of security architectures that
exist in Europe and Asia, though many in the international community continue to call for such a system. And in light of
the region’s particular needs, it should not attempt to do so—at least not if it prevents other, more practical steps to
achieve regional security aims.
None of this analysis should imply that work to build a regional security architecture should be abandoned. But when
working to develop such a system, states must distinguish between what is desirable and what is achievable. Although it
is essential for international partners to support this process, they will need to help strike the right balance between
considering international models and incorporating regional realities. Contemporary security threats posit three major
concerns that any proposed security system must address: how a cooperative system will respond to governments that
pose a threat to stability; how the region will respond to nonstate actors, as well as the rise in violent insurgency; and
how the region can balance intervention from external actors while also maintaining autonomy over its security. Of
course, these are not the only concerns, and any new security system will likely face signiﬁcant obstacles and unique
concerns.
Likewise, the process of building a regional security architecture needs to adopt a long-term view and commitment with
gradual milestones and periodic reviews. It must also be cognizant of its limitations and restrictions. For example,
conﬂating the development of a regional security architecture with discussions between Arab countries and Israel on a
zone free of weapons of mass destruction has not been a success, nor is it likely to be in the foreseeable future. Similarly,
whereas attempts to develop a security architecture concept have largely taken place in Track Two discussions with
academics and nongovernmental organizations from the region, the chances for success would be much greater if
discussions were held on an oﬃcial level—including, most importantly, the security establishments.
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